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Short-term effects of an inflatable effigy
on cormorants at catfish farms

Allen R. Stickley, Jr., Donald F. Mott, and Junior O. King

In the late winter and early spring of 1991 we evaluated Scarey Man® (an electronically
controlled human effigy-type scare device) to determine its effectiveness in reducing
double-crested cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus) numbers foraging on catfish (Ictalurus
punctatus) ponds in Mississippi. We conducted 4 tests in which 6 devices were de-
ployed for 10-19 days. Each test was conducted on a different pair of catfish complexes
in which 1 complex served as treatment and the other as control. Deployment of the
Scarey Mane® devices reduced numbers of cormorants flushed from the complexes pro-
tected by this device. At 1 site, however, the reductions were not as great or as lasting
probably because of its proximity to a cormorant day roost. Signs of cormorant habitua-
tion to Scarey Man® were evident at 3 of the 4 sites. We recommend use of Scarey Man®
in addition to harassment patrols at catfish farms where nearly constant patrols are nec-
essary. Cormorant habituation to the devices can probably be blunted somewhat by
moving the devices occasionally, modifying their appearance, and by placing them so
that birds on the water can only see the devices when they suddenly inflate.
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During the last 20 years, aquaculture has bur-
geoned in the southern United States. In
Mississippi, channel catfish (Ictalurus punctatus)
farming increased from its first commercial pond in
1965 to >41,000 ha in May 1991 (Miss. Coop.
Extension Serv. 1991). The increase in commercial
catfish complexes in the Delta area of Mississippi
has been accompanied by increased wintering popu-
lations of double-crested cormorants (Phala-
crocorax auritus; National Audubon Soc.
1970-1987). Increased cormorant numbers have
led to a corresponding increase in predation at many
catfish ponds in the Mississippi Delta (Stickley and
Andrews 1989).

A variety of devices and techniques have been
used to reduce problems associated with fish-eating
birds (Mott 1978, Salmon and Conte 1981). Except
for techniques that result in complete coverage of
small water areas, however, little information is avail-

able on the effectiveness of these methods.
Stationary scaring devices such as propane cannons,
scarecrows, and old vehicles placed in strategic loca-
tions reduce damage only temporarily (Feare 1988,
Littauer 1990). Although expensive and sometimes
ineffective (Littauer 1990), the most widely used
method is the harassment patrol, in which the driver
of a vehicle fires pyrotechnics or live ammunition at
cormorants.

We evaluated an electronically controlled effigy
scare device (Fig. 1) called the “Scarey Man® Fall
Guy” (R. Royal, P.O. Box 108, Midnight, MS 39115—
reference to trade names does not imply U.S.
Government endorsement of commercial products)
to determine its effectiveness for 10-19 day trials in
reducing doublecrested cormorant depredations on
catfish ponds. This device was evaluated because of
initial success in limited field trials (G. A. Littauer,
U.S. Department of Agric., Anim. and Plant Health
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Scarey Man® scare device inflated to full height,

Fig. 1.
Mississippi, 1991.

Inspection Serv., Anim. Damage Control, Stoneville,
Miss., pers. commun., 1990).

Materials and methods

Device description

The blaze-orange Scarey Man® inflates to its full
height (1.7 m), bobs up and down, and emits a high-
pitched wail before collapsing to the ground. The
unit, inflated by a motorized fan powered by a 12-V
marine battery, is operated by a variable timer that
permits display at preset intervals from 1-30 minutes.
Each display can last 3-30 seconds. A photoelectric
sensor turns the device on at daylight and off at dusk.
Battery life is 15-21 days under normal operating
conditions. These devices cost $555/unit (1991
prices). We used 6 of these devices in our tests.

Test sites

We evaluated Scarey Man# at 4 catfish pond com-
plexes in Mississippi (Table 1) from mid-January
through mid-April 1991. In this study, a “complex”
was defined as contiguous ponds usually with 1
owner (Christopher 1985). Test sites comprising

paired adjacent complexes (except for Site D in
which the complexes were separated by 3 km) were
selected on the basis of interviews with farm owners
or managers. To be included in the test the com-
plexes had to be subjected to enough cormorant
feeding to force the owner to have at least 1 person
employed half-time for cormorant control.

Most ponds on all complexes contained a range of
catfish sizes from fingerlings to market-sized fish,
and most complexes contained at least some gizzard
shad (Dorosoma cepedianum). Site B was unique
in that the control and treated complexes were sep-
arated by a bayou containing a number of large com-
mon baldcypress (Taxodium distichum) used as a
day roost by cormorants. Test Sites C and D were
the first complexes encountered in the morning by
cormorants leaving a night roost.

Test metbods

During the first 3-5 days of each test (pretreat-
ment periods) we protected both complexes with
harassment patrols. These patrols drove through
each complex and fired screamer-sirens from a sin-
gle shot 15-mm pistol launcher (Reed-Joseph Int.
Co., P.O. Box 894, Greenville, MS 38702) at cor-
morants encountered on or attempting to land on
the ponds. We drove the route at each test site at
30- to 60-minute intervals during daylight. The num-
ber of trips made each day was the same for treated
and control complexes at Sites A and C, but was
higher on the treated complex at Site B because the
route around the treated complex took less driving
time than the control complex route and the 2
routes were driven by separate crews. We recorded
number of cormorants flushed (excluding birds fly-
ing or landing) on each patrol. Except for the test at
Site D (see below), harassment patrols were con-
ducted on each complex during the treatment peri-

Table 1. Characteristics of test sites used in evaluations of
Scarey Man® in the Mississippi Delta, 1991.

Pond complex

Mean size
Test Size No. of ponds
site County Category (ha) ponds (ha)
A Sharkey Treated 81 12 6.8
Control 182 27 6.7
B Humphreys Treated 101 21 4.8
Control 138 27 5.1
C LeFlore Treated 84 13 6.5
Control 57 12 4.8
D Tunica Treated 66 11 6.0
Control 37 4 9.2




ods just as they had been conducted during the pre-
treatment periods.

We used a split-plot design, with each plot com-
posed of a pair of neighboring catfish complexes in
which the treatment (6 Scarey Man?® devices) was as-
signed to the complex having highest cormorant
presence based on 3- to 5-day pretreatment counts.
Test Site A was an exception because 1 of the com-
plexes was too large to effectively defend with the
Scarey Man® devices available (Table 1). In this case,
the devices were placed on the smaller complex
which had slightly fewer cormorants during pretreat-
ment. In general, after the initial 3- to 5-day pretreat-
ment period, we placed a Scarey Man® on the levee
between 2 ponds or at a common junction of 3 or 4
ponds at the rate of 1 device for every 11-14 ha of
ponds. We set the devices to display during daylight
at 5- to 12-minute intervals and fixed the length of
each display between 15 and 30 seconds.

At Test Sites A, B, and C, we added the Scarey
Man® treatment to the regular harassment patrols
that were conducted as often on the treated areas as
on the controls. At Test Site D we tested Scarey
Man® without harassment patrols. Instead of pa-
trolling the treated complex, we recorded cor-
morants flushed from ponds at 1000, 1300, and
1600 for treatment days 1-4 but did not harass the
birds. We increased the number of census trips to 4
times/day (at 0800, 1100, 1400, and 1700) for the
remainder of the test. On all control complexes dur-
ing the treatment periods, we conducted the harass-
ment patrols in the same manner as during pretreat-
ment. Catfish complex workers suspended all
control efforts during the tests.

We judged the effectiveness of the Scarey Man®
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device by comparing the mean number of cor-
morants flushed/day from treated and control areas
during pretreatment and treatment. We analyzed
differences in cormorant numbers flushed pretreat-
ment versus treatment for all tests by means of a
Mann-Whitney U-Test (Hollander and Wolfe 1973).

Results

Cormorant numbers on the treatment ponds de-
creased 71-99% from pretreatment levels (Site A: U
=66 and 39, n = 11 and 3, P = 0.0095; Site B: U =
57 and 34, n = 10 and 3, P = 0.0346; Site C: U =
190 and 110, n = 19 and 5, P = 0.0008; and Site D:
U =96 and 40, n = 13 and 3, P = 0.0105; Table 2).
Although day-to-day fluctuations were evident (Fig.
2), bird numbers on the control areas did not differ
between pre- and post-treatment periods at Sites A,
C,and D Site A: U=72and 33, n=11and 3, P =
0.1195; Site C: U=228and 72, n =19 and 5, P =
0.5223; and Site D: U=96and 40, n =13 and 3, P
= 0.0596; Table 2). However, at Site B where U =
83 and 8 and »n = 10 and 3, the number of birds on
the control complex was higher (P = 0.0346) during
treatment than during pretreatment.

Cormorant numbers declined after Scarey Man®
devices were placed at Sites A, C, and D (Fig. 2). At
Site B the number of cormorants flushed rose slightly
the first day of treatment before declining (Fig. 2).
At Site A, cormorants flushed on the treatment
ponds dropped to 0 by the end of the treatment pe-
riod, whereas at Sites C and D the number of birds
flushed on the treatment ponds remained at low lev-
els. At Site B cormorant numbers on the treatment
ponds declined during the first week of Scarey Man®
use but then began to recover.

Table 2. Number of census trips and harassment patrols and mean daily number of cormorants (DCCO’s) flushed/trip on treated and
control catfish complexes, pretreatment and treatment, for each Scarey Man® test, Mississippi, 1991.

Pretreatment Treatment
No. DCCO’s No. DCCO'’s
No. census No. census
Test sites trips Mean SE trips Mean SE Prob. > Z°

A Treatment 27 157 41 97 2 1 0.01**

Control 27 175 49 97 96 14 0.12 NS
B Treatment 41 52 6 137 13 2 0.03*

Control 26 4 1 82 11 1 0.03*
C Treatment 85 45 6 269 2 0 0.00**

Control 87 29 3 269 25 1 0.52 NS
D  Treatment 42 123 12 47 8 1 0.01**

Control 42 61 8 181 28 2 0.06 NS

@ Mann-Whitney U-Test; NS (not significant at P > 0.05); * (significant at P < 0.05); ** (significant at P = 0.01 level); * (control

significantly higher [*] during treatment than during pretreatment).
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Fig. 2. Cormorants flushed/trip/day for treated and control areas, Test Sites A, B, C, and D, Mississippi, 1991. Prefix “P” indicates

pretreatment day.

Discussion

The deployment of Scarey Man® reduced depredat-
ing cormorant populations by 285% for at least 1 week
except at Site B where cormorant use was rapidly in-
creasing and the overall population reduction averaged
71%. Where harassment patrols were continued
through the treatment period (Sites A and C) and
where cormorants could not dayroost in sight of the
ponds, the deterrent effect lasted for at least 2 weeks.

The refractory response of the cormorants at Site
B was probably due to the common baldcypress
bayou used as a day roost where birds were able to
perch in the cypress trees, watch the Scarey Man®
devices, and thus habituate to them. At other sites
the birds flew out of sight of the ponds when
flushed. Bird presence on the treated ponds the lat-

ter half of the treatment period at Site D apparently
consisted of a small number of cormorants that had
habituated to Scarey Man® in the absence of harass-
ment patrols during this particular test.

Signs of cormorant habituation to Scarey Man® at
all sites except A, where Scarey Man® was tested for
a comparatively short time, were obvious. Winter
resident cormorants would unquestionably habituate
to the device over time. The more often birds are
exposed to a particular visual scare device, the faster
the habituation (Inglis 1980). However, a number of
ways exist to attenuate the scaring effect at a single
complex, especially if the devices are not universally
used by farmers. These include moving the devices
around the ponds, changing their appearance, re-
placing them frequently by look-alike shooters, and
placing them behind blinds so that they can only be



observed by birds on the water when they suddenly
inflate (I. R. Inglis, Minist. of Agric., Fish. and Food,
Surrey, UK, pers. commun., 1993).

For these tests the devices were cost-effective. For
this discussion, we assume that the pretreatment and
treatment periods were the same lengths and the
same number of trips were driven during pretreat-
ment and treatment. The total number of cor-
morants flushed during pretreatment would have
been almost 14 times greater (40,239 pretreatment
vs. 2,889 treatment) than the number flushed during
treatment periods. We assume also that each cor-
morant counted during pretreatment and treatment
had been present on the pond for 12 minutes before
being flushed (a modest premise). Stickley et al.
(1992) found that cormorants on average consumed
5 catfish fingerlings/hour spent on a pond. Thus,
each cormorant could have consumed 1 catfish fin-
gerling before being flushed. At a cost of $0.09
apiece (Stickley et al. 1992), the cost of fingerlings
taken pretreatment would have amounted to approx-
imately $3,620/5-day pretreatment compared with a
cost of $260 during treatment. The difference of
$3,360 approximates the initial cost of the 6 Scarey
Man® devices ($3,330). Use of the devices in suc-
ceeding years would undoubtedly result in savings
exceeding the cost of these devices. If catfish grow-
crs conduct nearly continuous harassment patrols to
repel cormorants, deployment of Scarey Man® at the
rate of 1 device/14 ha of surface water in addition to
the regular patrols should be at least temporarily
cost-effective in reducing cormorant depredations.
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